I can't remember the time the contact at Kakarak began, but the heavily redacted report of the incident tells me it began at 0931, and that an Australian casualty was reported at 0939. I can't remember these timings, but I can remember the initial contact report coming in, the sudden stillness in the operations room and the subsequent eruption of activity. Extra staff surge into the operations room and commanders are briefed. As reports of the TIC (troops in contact) flow in, we all carry on our now far too routine tasks, with individual staff coordinating requests for offensive support by air, with backup contingency ground support put into operation and a helicopter evacuation planned.
While supporting this contact, the positions of other troops in the multinational task group are constantly monitored, as we know from experience that in the space of minutes patrols throughout the area of operations can come under insurgent attack, while poorly aimed but still deadly rocket fire can strike any one of a number of patrol bases. Afghan, Dutch, Australian, American, Norwegian, Singaporean, French, British and Slovak -we will cooperate in a common venture across the province, playing our part as small pieces of a big machine. Those on the ground are also playing their parts, but in their case with conspicuous gallantry amongst the irrigation ditches and the wheat and poppy fields. Hoppy is dead, his young wife Victoria is now a widow, and his new born son Alexander will grow up to be told by others that his father was present at his birth but would only have only four days of life with him before returning to Afghanistan.
I never met Hoppy in life and saw him first in the chapel before his funeral as a forever young soldier in a photograph. As a fellow member of the task force of several hundred men and women, he was the twenty-one year old who we mourned, the flag covered comrade who we escorted to the airstrip in an all too familiar ramp ceremony, his coffin moving forward 
Unsettled barriers and zones of expectation
Although it is becoming easier, I can still find talking about war quite difficult with certain audiences. In some contexts it is hard to guess how one will be judged. When I returned from Regiment their Special Forces status meant that they actually did far more fighting than some full-time infantry in Iraq and Afghanistan. 10 There is a division between combat soldiers and the rest but most of all, there is a significant difference between the Special Forces, and everybody else.
Our cultural image of the soldier is of a muscled male warrior, and many of them are. As soldiers we want to fit this role, and we idolise those who do, such as one holder of Australia's highest award for gallantry, the much admired and popular Victoria Cross recipient Ben Roberts-Smith. His 202 cm muscled frame evokes the image of the powerful strong military man, a figure many wish to emulate. He looks like the hero he is, and represents an image of the perfect warrior. He inspires many young soldiers, 11 yet of course most do not look like him and will not ever perform his role.
There is a disconnect between anticipation of an event and the actual experience of it. In the twenty-first century we are more cautious about publicly expressing a desire to go to war than in earlier times. Soldiers do not necessarily want war but deep down they want to undertake and they want to experience those very activities that they have been trained for. A soldier friend of mine once compared it to being a violinist or an actor. 
Zones of experience
For many the experience of war starts well before deployment to the war zone, with long mission rehearsal exercises and pre-deployment training in isolated and uncomfortable locations, training which may last up to four months.
Then there is the awkwardness of pre-deployment leave spent with immediate family, a time of artificial relaxation that can never be fully relaxing, with all knowing that separation is imminent.
Then there is the actual departure from families and loved ones -the memory of my partner and one primary school-aged daughter completely breaking down, desperately sobbing. Then we had to all become calm, try to smile and brace up to go outside so I could get in a car surrounded by wonderful caring neighbours, who were there to say farewell. Once you've left family, it becomes easier as you can focus on the task ahead. British or American counterparts is that it constitutes Australia's primary national myth.
There is no contending day of equal stature such as Independence Day -Anzac Day is a central moment that is seen by many to define Australian national identity. Anzac and the Australian military are linked through a national myth, and have a place as part of a national public memory. 18 This centrality is contested, and historians have engaged with Anzac Day and the pervasiveness of the Anzac legend. 19 Shifting attitudes have seen the legend of Anzac become inviolable, and any Australian veteran from any war now becomes part of this national heroic structure. 20 The positioning of Anzac as a central national myth positions the Australian soldier in a particularly unusual situation as being the inheritor and at times custodian of both a national civic tradition and a soldierly tradition. 21 While Anzac has a place in a national mythic structure, it also has a place as an institutional myth that is part of the Australian Army and the Australian Defence Force. Often self-appointed veteran custodians of this respond with anger when they perceived disrespect shown to these values. Thousands complete this event and many participants are from the over forty and slightly overweight demographic of those who seek to replicate in part and thus understand the human experience of an earlier generation's war. 25 This structured re-experiencing of the past becomes a management of public memory which bridges the distance between those who have served and those who have visited the sites of war, but it also is a reminder of the divide between them and us. All Australians and New Zealanders have the right to own and remake the memory of past battles, but many veterans dislike over-commercialised re-creations. 26 The contested nature of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan combined with concerns of operational security have kept these wars out of the Australian public gaze, often as a deliberate act of government policy. 27 Australian governments have been enthusiastic about supporting the United States in order to maintain the United States alliance, but there are political disadvantages in trumpeting this alliance to the wider electorate. Community disquiet about the war makes it harder for soldiers to fit into a national myth.
As both a soldier and as an academic I have conflicted roles, and this provides barriers to communication. There is an unsettled etiquette about what a returned soldier can talk about, and there is an etiquette that presents difficulty for those who wish to ask questions. It is a sign of intimacy to discuss war, as a veteran may not wish to discuss complex past experiences for fear they will be misinterpreted. Children are far more direct, and they will openly say 'did you kill anyone at the war?', because they have not being conditioned by the codes that govern our society and prevent such etiquette-breaching questions. Other families were not so fortunate, and the way this is remembered can be enacted years after the event. A sister-in-law has spoken of her own father as an octogenarian putting a neighbours creates a place of understanding between us. There will always be different categories of shared memory for veterans, for their families and friends, and for the wider community, but they can shape a common memory.
